Many vertebrates inhabit dynamic and loosely structured groups where group size and social composition continually fluctuates. The ability to sustain nonrandom interaction preferences across group changes is an important aspect in maintaining social organization. In two experiments, we explored the strength and persistence of social preferences for familiar conspecifics in brown-headed cowbirds. In the first experiment, we demonstrated that females preferentially associate with familiar females when introduced into a flock containing novel individuals. In the second experiment we investigated the consistency of familiarity preferences across a series of social introductions. Females maintained preferences to approach familiar conspecifics, and the individual strength of those preferences remained consistent across introductions. Male preferences changed across the introductions. In the first introduction, males showed a significant preference to approach familiar conspecifics, but increased their approaches towards novel conspecifics in subsequent introductions. Our findings suggest that female cowbirds are an important factor in maintaining social organization through their enduring associations with familiar individuals, whereas males facilitate social integration by extending connections towards novel individuals during periods of change. © 2015 The Association for the Study of Animal Behaviour. Published by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
Many vertebrates inhabit loosely structured groups that exhibit fissionefusion processes where group size and composition change over short timescales. The social organization of these groups reflects the nonrandom interaction networks created through preferential associations with specific individuals (Hinde, 1976; Whitehead, 2008) . If fissionefusion changes significantly alter social preferences, then individuals will 'rewire' their interaction networks, and the social organization will change over time (Flack, Girvan, de Waal, & Krakauer, 2006; Fushing, Jord a, Beisner, & McCowan, 2014) . While social preferences are commonly seen as one of the core attributes of social organization (Whitehead, 2008) , little is known about their strength and persistence across group fissioning and fusing.
In fissionefusion groups, individuals are often faced with a shifting composition of both familiar and novel conspecifics. Yet, consistent preferences for familiar individuals may give rise to stable subgroups that are sustained through multiple fission and fusion events (Ramos-Fern andez & Morales, 2014; Zachary, 1977) . These subgroups can make interaction more predictable, lessen the chances of aggressive encounters and lower stress levels (Marler, 1976; Strodl & Schausberger, 2013; Takeda, Sato, & Sugawara, 2003) . In turn, this can lead to more effective social learning, increased behavioural coordination and efficient foraging (Lachlan, Crooks, & Laland, 1998; Laland & Williams, 1997) . Because of the potential benefits of interacting with familiar conspecifics, understanding the composition of stable subgroups can provide insights on the fitness consequences of social interactions within the group.
Across some social species, one sex plays an important role in constructing core groups while the other sex disperses from their natal group to avoid inbreeding and form new associations (Pusey, 1987) . Such patterns suggest that one sex will benefit from forming stable relationships with familiar conspecifics (Silk et al., 2009) , whereas the other will benefit from being able to interact with a diverse range of individuals. In yellow baboons, Papio cynocephalus (Silk, Alberts, & Altmann, 2003) , and horses, Equus ferus (Cameron, Setsaas, & Linklater, 2009) , females who form strong and enduring associations with other females show higher rates of offspring survival, suggesting that selection acts on the formation of consistent femaleefemale networks. In adult greylag geese, Anser anser, females rest in close proximity to known females, while
